Abstract
Introduction
In recent times, service quality measurement has raised lots of interest not only in scholarship (De Jager & Gbadamosi, 2010; DeShields Jr, Kara & Kaynak, 2005; Firdaus, 2006 , but also among education providers, including universities. Quality of service and customer satisfaction by private universities is a subject that cannot be undervalued in management studies and the strategic planning processes. They are inherent attributes that if rightly implemented will create positive customer experiences which would translate to good organizational performance, cost reduction, increased market shares and surpluses (Zeithaml, Bitner & Gremler, 2009) .
Whereas certain private universities have been acknowledged to attract customers particularly students due to factors such as religious faith (Nguru, 1990; Onsongo, 2011) , programmes offered (Murphy, 2009) , unique student experience and also retention of skilled human capital (Materu, 2007) among other factors, with increased competition other aspects such as the quality of service may play a bigger role in dictating allegiance and satisfaction. Additionally, the extant literature on the aforementioned subject in the context of higher education sector is ever-increasing (Alaba & Olanrewaju, 2012; Calvo-Porall, Levy-Mangin & Novo-Corti, 2013; DeJager & Gbadamosi, 2010; Govender & Ramroop, 2012; Hasan & Ilias, 2008; Hishamuddin & Azleen, 2008; Khodayari & Khodayari, 2011; Trivellas & Dargenidou, 2009; Yunus, Ismail, Ishak & Juga, 2009 ).
While it is factual that Kenya has experienced high demand for higher education services, and despite the unprecedented expansion and growth in higher education provision, there is still a gap in research on service quality and customer satisfaction. In an attempt to address the aforementioned, this study empirically evaluated the relationship between SQ and satisfaction (CS) among students (undergraduates and postgraduates) in Kenyan Private Universities. Broadly, the study attempted to identify critical dimensions of university service quality, assess the dimensions of quality that contribute to customer satisfaction, and determine the association between SQ and CS.
Literature Review

Service Quality in the Higher Education Context
Despite on-going and growing debate and the extant literature on service quality and more especially how it is perceived, researchers (Bendapudi & Leone, 2003; Yoon, Seo & Yoon, 2004) seem to agree that since services are concurrently created and consumed, then quality has to be determined by the stakeholders. Gronroos (2000) asserts that customers become partners through participation, and for this to succeed, organizations need to design and put in place systems that encourage service providers to put into practice and foster participation of customers into the process (Yoon, Seo & Yoon 2004) . Meaningful participation of customers in the service process ensures quality input and subsequently quality outcomes (Zeithaml, Bitner & Gremler, 2006) , and organisations that accommodate customers' suggestions will strive to offer quality services and more appealing (Ojo, 2010) .
Higher education institutions (HEIs) experience great challenges in the implementation of quality-based practices, because defining service quality in higher education institutions has proved to be a major challenge (Quinn, Lemay, Larson & Johnson, 2009 ). The aforementioned researchers have defined service quality in higher education in terms of educational, administration and supporting services.
Trivellas and Dargenidou (2009) assert that service quality can be enhanced if there is sustainability in clarity, accuracy and reliability of the services provided with no particular aspect standing out to both internal and external customers of the institution. Furthermore, Govender and Ramroop (2012) argue that in higher education a supporting environment for internal customers to understand their roles in creating a service, will impact the perceptions of service, an implication for universities to promote a positive environment that will improve perceptions of the service provider. DeShields Jr, have shown that a positive service experience will engender satisfaction among students with a university. Furthermore, high value and a focus on individual needs will raise the positive climate created by the institution (Adela, 2008) .Thus, universities need to offer high quality services for differentiation and effective competition in the sector. A focus on core university functions will serve as distinct differentiators leading to quality services .
The Higher Education Student -A Customer
The debate on whether a student is a customer or not has been raging for many years and two different approaches have been adopted in the way Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) treat the students, namely the customer-oriented (studentcustomer) approach, and the student-product approach. Many researchers (Lovelock & Young, 1979; Zeithaml & Bitner, 1996; Bateson, 2002) especially those in the service marketing disciplines proceed from a premise that the student is a consumer and/or co-producer of the education service. However, some (Franz, 1998; Albanese, 1990; Emery, Kramer & Tian, 2001) contend that students should not be viewed as customers. 1 Carrol (2007) argues that Lisa Bevill, the Associate Director of Admissions at a business school in Madrid believes that the 'student as customer' debate treads a fine line and is, perhaps, too simplistic a definition for what becomes a life-long relationship. "It implies the concept that the customer is always right and should be treated as such. However, this is hardly the case with MBA students and we should not lose sight of this because the relationship between MBA student and school is more profound."
Despite the differing views, there is overwhelming support for viewing students as customers and adopting the principles of customer service and Total Quality Management to the education environment (Conway, Mackay & Yorke, 1994; John, 1998; Bejou, 2005; Obermiller, Fleenor & Raven, 2005) . Moreover, some researchers, inter-alia, Marcel and Harris (2000) argue that whether we view the student as a customer or not, depends on how we define a customer. If we think customers need specialized services and our assistance to accomplish a task and, if we believe students are full partners in their education and can help us improve our teaching through their thoughtful comments, then they should be considered as our primary customers. 2
Service Quality and Customer Satisfaction
Many research studies aimed at determining university customers' perceptions of service quality and satisfaction have shown that a correlation exists between the two constructs. For example, Ham and Hayduk (2003) who explored the relationship between the five dimensions of SERVQUAL (Parasuraman, Zeithaml & Berry, 1988) , found that every dimension of service quality had a positive relationship with satisfaction, with Reliability having the strongest relationship, followed by Responsiveness, Empathy, Assurance and Tangibility. Combrinck's (2006) study on students' perceptions of service quality at the Management Department of a university in South Africa revealed that there was uncertainty among undergraduates in their attitude to service quality in the department, while postgraduate students' ratings of service quality were more negative. Wang and Shieh (2006) who looked at the importance of CS and SQ and service performance of a library in Taiwan found that overall, service quality has a significantly positive effect on the overall satisfaction, with Tangibles, Reliability, Assurance and Empathy, and a statistically significant effect on overall satisfaction. Hasan and Ilias (2008) argued that Empathy and Assurance were critical factors that contribute most to students' satisfaction. In the aforementioned study on perceived service quality among 200 undergraduate students at two private higher education institutions, age, tangibility, responsiveness and reliability were less significant, compared to empathy and assurance which had a greater influence on the rest. In a study in Malaysian higher education institutions, it was determined that all the quality attributes had a significant relationship with students' satisfaction, and highly correlated with one another (Hishamuddin & Azleen, 2008) . Prugsamatz, Pentecost and Ofstad (2006) conducted a study among Chinese students in Australia' to determine their expectations of overseas universities in terms of explicit and implicit service promises. The findings revealed that influential sources of information on students' expectations of universities were inter alia, past experiences, advertising, and word of mouth. It was therefore suggested that the more a consumer is exposed to explicit and implicit service promises, the higher the desired and predicted expectations of the university's service quality.
A survey among 150 Malaysian public university students using the SERVQUAL instrument through a hierarchical regression analysis demonstrated that reliability, responsiveness, assurance and empathy significantly correlated with customer satisfaction. Khodayari and Khodayari (2011) recognized that perceived service quality reflects the difference between consumer expectations and perceptions, which depends on the size and direction of the four gaps related to the delivery of service quality on the providers' side.
Service Quality Measurement -The HEdPERF Instrument
Since education is essentially a service industry, consequently its management practices are typically concerned with issues such as quality, which fall within the aegis of services marketing. Service delivery and customer satisfaction in an education environment are dependent on the personal interaction between students and staff, and this personal interaction, and the labour intensive nature of this service translates into a potentially highly heterogeneous quality service experience (Hill 1995 , as cited by De Jager & Gbadamosi, 2010 . The service-quality-service performance (Cronin and Taylor, 1994) debate has also been on-going for a while, with much of the discussion revolving around the use of the 'gap' measures and, there seems to be equally strong support for the use of performance-based measures (Babakus & Mangold, 1992 , as cited by Cronin & Taylor, 1994 .
Despite its extensive and popular use in higher education (HE) quality measurement (Sunanto, Taufiquarrahman & Pangemanan, 2007; Rajasekhar, Muninarayanappa & Reddy, 2009; Shekarchizadeh, Rasli & Hon-Tat, 2011 ) the SERVQUAL instrument was not used in this study, since Alridge and Rowley (1998) assert that its application in higher education has not been without criticism. Some of the criticisms include the need to ask the same questions twice, and the fact that the instrument captures a snapshot of perceptions at one point in time. However, Hair et al. (2006: 11) , asserts that the work carried out so far using SERVQUAL in a higher education context would seem to suggest that the instrument can be used successfully, as long as the modifications are kept to a minimum.
In view the criticisms and or limitations of using the SERVQUAL instrument to measure service quality in the higher education environment, the HE performance-only model (HEdPERF) developed by Firdaus (2005) was adapted and customized in this study. This adapted HEdPERF model attempts to isolate realistic HE elements being a multidimensional instrument empirically tested and validated in entirety. The aforementioned instrument was modified (Firdaus, 2006 ) and adapted to a six factor structure with 72 items, since it was argued that HE has clear and distinct dimensions, namely, academic aspects, reputation, non-academic aspects, access, program issues and understanding.
Although considerable research (Firdaus, 2006; Kimani, 2011; Khodayari & Khodayari, 2011; Govender & Ramroop, 2012; Calvo-Porall et al., 2013; Ravichandran, Kumar & Venkatesan, 2012) , has been done using different instruments to measure the impact of SQ on customer satisfaction, virtually few applied HEdPERF dimensions in higher education environments in Kenya. Kimani (2011) who examined perceived service quality among students of universities in Kenya using the correlation approach by studying the six HEdPERF SQ construct measurements established that a positive perception of service quality by the students impacts their overall satisfaction. Firdaus (2005; employed factor analysis where dimensions of SQ were identified and relationships between the quality and satisfaction, and among the quality constructs was ascertained. Ravichandran, Kumar and Venkatesan (2012) empirically examined SQ employing HEdPERF among professional engineering institutions in India on 106 respondents using multiple regression established some dominant variables predicting overall SQ. More so more factors (11) loaded that surpassed original HEdPERF scale. By using HEdPERF scale, Kumar and Yang (2014) study found that reputation, access, programme issues and career prospects were determinants of satisfaction among students and that satisfaction exerted positive significant effect on loyalty.
Methodology
This section briefly explains the research design and methodology which incorporates the research framework, sampling and sample size, survey instrument, and reliability and validity measures of the scales employed.
Research Framework and Methodology
The theoretical framework for this study was developed based on the brief literature reviewed above. The independent variable was service quality while the dependent variable was customer satisfaction, and university service quality was measured on the basis of six dimensions including academic, non-academic, programme, access, reputation and understanding and their effects on customer satisfaction. The conceptual model is illustrated in Figure 1 . 
Hypotheses
The following hypotheses were postulated to enable exploring associations between private university students' perception of service quality and satisfaction.
H1: The HEdPERF service equality constructs (academic aspects, non-academic aspects, programme aspects, reputation, access and understanding) form the perceived service quality construct and these have a significant positive relationship with overall service quality. H2: There is a positive and significant relationship between students' perceived quality on general service quality. H3: There is a significant positive association between private university students' perceived service quality and customer satisfaction.
Population, Sample Size and Sampling
The target population for this study was all employees (academic and administrative) and students of select private universities in Kenya. A cross-sectional survey targeted 850 students and employees of which 522 participated in the study (61.4% response rate) from four universities selected based on geographical location, age, size and ownership in the faith-based and "commercial" categories selected using stratified purposeful random sampling technique. The sample size for this study was obtained using the pre-defined sample size calculator proposed by (Krejcie & Morgan, 1970 in Sekaran, 2006 293) . Thereafter within each stratum, simple random sampling was implemented to select participants in the survey. More specifically, the Catholic University of Eastern Africa (CUEA) and Strathmore University (SU), both are faith-based and located in the city of Nairobi, and the United States International University (USIU) located in city environs, as well as Mt Kenya University (MKU) located in rural area were included in the sample. To participate in the study, the students had to be fully registered in their respective institutions. To ensure full representation by the student body, samples were selected considering the year of study and programme of study, mode of study and both postgraduates and undergraduates were included. The instruments were personally administered to students in their respective universities before beginning of lessons and/or after lessons were complete.
Research Instrument
The questionnaire comprised 7 point scales as Likert scales are generally appropriate measures of attitudes (Cooper and Schindler, 2008) .The first part of the questionnaire addressed factors of service quality comprising the following: nonacademic, academic, reputation, access, programme issues and understanding aspects that contributed more to customer satisfaction in private universities. The second part of the questionnaire had statements pertaining to customer satisfaction and overall evaluation of satisfaction
Data Analysis
This study used exploratory factor analysis (EFA) and structural equation models (SEM) to test the hypotheses.SEM is clear and testable, thus competing models can be analyzed, synthesized and understood and, their effect whether direct, indirect or both can be investigated (Schumacker and Lomax, 2004) .
Scale Reliability and Validity
The internal consistency of the questionnaire was determined through calculating the Cronbach alpha coefficients using Stepwise Reliability Analysis. Internally inconsistent items were sequentially deleted, therefore maximizing the scales' reliability at 0.70 (Sekaran and Bougie, 2010: 325) . Table 1 illustrates that the Cronbach coefficient alphas were acceptable (exceeds 0.7); this implying that the measurement instruments were fairly reliable. Construct and discriminant validity were assessed through Exploratory Factor Analysis using Principal Component Analysis with oblique method rotation to summarize the factor loadings under study (Browne, 2001) . A factor loading of 0.4 was employed to indicate that the structure was well defined (Hair et al., 2006) . Tables 2 show the validity measures for the student instrument. Following the reliability analysis, some of the constructs had various variables associated with them hence there was a need to reduce redundant variables from these constructs. This was done by performing Spearman's correlation on each construct and highly correlated variables in each construct were grouped together by computing their average. Highly correlated variables carry similar information, hence this was the principle used to reduce the number of variables. The final aggregation of the variables into few but possessing the same information is as illustrated/ included below the structural model (Figure 1 ). It is evident from Table 2 that with respect to the students' perceptions, four factors accounted for the variance among the factors. The extracted factors that loaded in each factor were provided with meaningful names thus; Factor 1 was named non-academic quality, Factor 2 was dubbed health quality (understanding), Factor 3 programme quality and Factor 4 was named satisfaction. However, some dimensions namely; programme quality and understanding quality were found to have no relationship with service quality, their inclusion into the model was making the entire model fit insignificant; hence these were excluded in the final model.
Empirical Findings
Structural equation modeling (SEM) was performed to explore the relationships among the underlying service quality constructs as indicated by the HEdPERF framework as well as between service quality and customer satisfaction. Tests of the underlying relationships between the six dimensions (academic, non-academic, reputation, access, programme and understanding) and customer satisfaction were also run. Table 2 shows that the majority of the students, 66.3% were aged between 18 and 23 years; 51.6% were females, with the vast majority (70.5%) pursuing first degrees (70.5%), and 37.4% postgraduates. In terms of those pursuing first degrees, 9% were in their first year's, (37.4%)and second year (30.1%), third (20.3%) and a few (7.1%) in their fourth year of learning. Table 4 shows the results of the goodness of fit test for the two constructs, namely, university service quality and customer satisfaction and, the resultant structural models from the two data sets. Various indices namely Absolute Fit Measures and Incremental Fit Measures were used to evaluate the model's goodness-of-fit. As a commonly used statistic for model fit indexes, the Chi-square (x 2 ) was employed in this study to examine the existence of any relationship between the variables in the model (Hair et al., 2006) . From the AMOS output reflected in the table 4, it is clear that the model fitted the data well, and therefore proposed model was adequate in explaining the relationship among the variables. Table 5 -the parameter estimates for the model and illustration (Figure 1) , it is important to point out that in this test the bigger the pvalue the better the fit (contrary to many statistical tests). We found the model to be adequate and this was confirmed by the chi-square value and its corresponding p-value. The model had a chi square (x 2 ) of = 43.097, Degrees of freedom = 38 and p-value = 0.262. Comparing the p-value with level of significance of 0.05, the p-value was greater than 0.05, (p>0.05) hence the model was declared adequate (Schumacker & Lomax, 2004; Hair et al, 2006) . The fit of the model to the data was checked using absolute measures of model adjustments thus; Comparative Fit Index (CFI), root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) and the ratio of Chi-square value to degrees of freedom (CMIN/DF). If the CFI value is greater than 0.90 (Hu & Bentler, 1999) , then the model fits the data well. RMSEA values range from 0 to 1 hence, small RMSEA values for example, less than 0.1 means a good fit to the data while values below 0.05 indicate a very good fit (Schumacker & Lomax, 2004) . Furthermore, CMIN/DF values less than 3 show better fit. In our analysis CFI = 0.999, CMIN/DF = 1.134 and RMSEA = 0.016, as shown in Table 4 above indicating that the model fitted the data well. Similarly, the measures for incremental fit also indicated a proper fit, taking into consideration that Normed Fit Index (NFI), Relative Fit Index (RFI), Incremental Fit Index (IFI) and Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) had values greater than 0.95.Therefore, the final was considered to be admissible to proceed with structural modeling (Figure 1 ).
Sample Profile
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Figure 1: Student Customer -Service Quality Hypothesized Model
Hypothesis Testing
The research hypotheses were tested and the association between the service quality attributes, and between perceived service quality and customer satisfaction was tested using covariance analysis. Table 5 shows that the association among the constructs is significant at 0.05% level. The results from the student data set showed that in order of strength academic dimension = 1, access = 0.8130, reputation = 0.740 and non-academic = 0.479) were statistically significant (p<0.0001),hence confirming that they are indicators of perceived service quality. The results partly supported hypothesis (H1), and fully supported hypothesis (H2).
From the SEM results, it is evident that service quality has a positive impact on student satisfaction (CR = 4.919; p<0.0001).The results in Table 5indicate that when quality increases by one unit student satisfaction increases by 0.475. Therefore, we conclude that service quality is positively related with the satisfaction of students. Therefore, research hypothesis (H3) was supported since there was a statistically significant and positive relationship (p<0.0001). Furthermore, student quality has a positive and significant relationship with overall quality (path coefficient = 0.181; t = 7.780; p<0.0001), non-academic was positively related to overall quality with = 0.050, CR = 3.064, p = 0.002. As well, Figure 1 shows some correlation structures between error terms for instance, 'e10' is related to 'e14' which are suggested by the 'modification index' output of AMOS after initial model fitting without any correlated error terms. This helps improve the overall model fitting. 
Conclusion, Managerial Inferences and Future Research
This study has shown that service quality constructs have an influence on customer satisfaction. The study revealed a collapse of the original six service quality (academic, non-academic, access, reputation, programmes and understanding) to four, namely, non-academic, academic, access and reputation. An examination of the perceived service quality variables in private universities in Kenya demonstrated had the highest loading on the service quality construct.
The findings revealed that HEdPERF is a valid instrument for measuring quality of services in the higher education sector. By testing the hypotheses postulated, it was revealed that the academic and non-academic aspects were the strongest indicators of service quality, in turn, influencing the satisfaction among students of private universities.The research also established the existence of a positive and significant relationship between the four perceived service quality dimensions and employee and student satisfaction. Moreover, it was found that a positive and significant relationship between students perceived quality on general service quality existed.
An inclusive system for the measurement of SQ in universities and identifying areas where quality suffers will lead to satisfied customers. Service managers and providers will be able to monitor their customers by evaluating their attitudes towards the services they consume, which may assist in the service strategies execution. The findings are significant to policy-makers in the higher education sector in that they may use it to implement sound service policies. The study can be replicated and extended beyond the current scope, to try exploring and understanding the perceptions about SQ from a cross-cultural context, different work practices, methods and environment using the HEdPERF instrument to further validate it as two aspects of SQ i.e. programme and understanding were not confirmed by the study.
